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"AARON'S SERPENT"
The Ideology
of the "Master Passion" in
English Serious Drama,
1660-1800
William J. BurHng

And hence one master Passion in the breast,
Like Aaron's serpent, swaUows up the rest.
— Alexander Pope, An Essi^ on Man (11.131—32)

I

nglish serious drama of the eighteenth century is
routinely denigrated by literary historian and critics.
Indeed, the commonplace view is that after the high
water mark of the English renaissance, as epitomized in the works of
Shakespeare, English serious drama rapidly declined and ultimately
languished. Robert D. Hume states the position in its bluntest form by
remarking "after 1710 tragedy is dead."' My intention here, however, is
to argue for a reconsideration of the presumed aesthetic inferiority of
serious drama during the years 1700 to about 1790 by reexamining the

' Robert Hume, The Development of EngUsb Drama in the Late Seventeenth Century (Oxford;
Clarendon Press, 1976), 486.
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tendency of these plays to feature static, one-dimensional characters
and uncomplicated plots, the factors which have led critics to denigrate
these serious plays on aesthetic grounds. I wish to suggest that we
have misunderstood a key ideoligical paradigm that informed character
and plot creation, and that, far from being artisrically inferior, the
simplicities of character and plot as represented by the playwrights of
the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are fuUy intentional and
based upon the idea that a central character in serious drama should
epitomize a concept, the name of which I shall borrow from Alexander
Pope in his An Essay on Man, the idea of a "master passion."
Indeed, as I hope to demonstrate, it would not be going too far to
claim that the single most important dimension for a modern reader to
recognize in interpreting many tragedies of this era is the extent to
which the concept of the master passion serves as the very foundation
of the notion of character and, by extension, the foundation of serious
drama itself. I will offer, therefore, a brief overview of the emergence
and widespread acceptance of the passions in general and a working
definition of the concept of the master passion, followed by an
historical survey which illuminates the significance of various notions
of the master passion as it relates to practical and theoretical
considerations in serious drama. I will also survey examples of the
centrality of the master passion trope in serious drama by
representative playwrights of the century, making the argument that the
vast majority of serious plays can be understood as variations on four
basic passions: love, ambition, revenge, and patriotism.
From this survey and discussion emerges a set of important
possible conclusions concerning the ideological function of the master
passion character. The purpose and meaning of serious drama in this
period, contrary to what many aesthetic-based and texist theorists have
argued, are not at all idealist, universal, and timeless or flawed with
respect to same, but arise in response to the specific historical context
of the proto-capitalist (mercantile) mode of production during the late
seventeenth to the early nineteenth centuries. I contend that the master
passion character trope is an artistic expression of the evolving
ontological paradigm of a rapidly changing England. In short, the
master passion concept in serious drama serves to legitimate and
expand new senses of the meaning and role of "reason." My
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argument is based on theoretical insights made by T. W. Adorno, who
presents the development of reason as a strategy to combat anarchy.

^ THE "PASSIONS" AND THE
"MASTER PASSION" DEFINED *
The origins of the concept of the passions and their history and
application are well known to scholars in some disciplines, most
notably art history, philosophy, ethics, and cognitive science, but have
not received much attention from literary scholars except in the study
of the novel.^ A brief overview of the foundations and history of this
concept, therefore, is necessary before we examine the precise meaning
of the "master passion." In general, the whole cluster of ideas is a prescientific form of our modern discipline of psychology, and in
particular, of personality theory. The "passions" was an explanation
for those motivations for action which arose from some other source
than reason, as in various forms of desire. While a long and complex
^ For a useful introduction to the seventeenth-century discussion of the passions, see Stephen
Gaukroger, The SoftUnderbelly of^ason (New York: Routledge, 1998). A major argument for
the passions as central to an understanding of the eighteenth-century English novel is made
by Geoffrey SHI in The Cure of the Passions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); in
relation to poetry, see Bertrand Goldgar's "Pope's Theory of the Passions: The Background
ofEpistlell
oriypsaf PhilologicalQuarter^ (1962): 730^3. The only examinations
of the importance of the passions to serious drama of the period are Arthur N. Wilkins,
"John Dennis on Love as a 'Tragical Passion'" JVofer
203 (1958): 396,417—19; and
Alonzo W. Kenion's almost unknown dissertation,"The Influence of Criticism upon English
Tragedy, 1700-1750," Dissertation, Duke University,1962. Throughout Kenion stresses the
central importance of the notion of the passions, and devotes more than forty pages to a
detailed exposition of criticalremarks, and examples from numerous plays. For example, near
the beginning of chapter III he draws the conclusion that the "second principal quality
required of a suitable tragic subject was that the simation must comprise calamities brought
on by excessive, uncontrolled passions" (255). I had completely developed myown evidence
before coming across Kenion's work, and the fact that out conclusions on the importance
of the passions are virtually identical, while being formed on the basis of different examples,
is strong supporting evidence for the validity of my argument. Nevertheless we differin two
important ways. Kenion does not give the notion of the passions the central importance for
which I am arguing, instead seeing the passions as simply one of several critical components,
other being the unities and the conventional "heads of tragedy," such as the fable, the diction,
the sentiments,etc. See Addison's essay in Spectator AQ for a typicalexposition of these factors.
Also Kenion's purpose, as indicated by his title, is to demonstrate the extent of the
relationship of applied practice to theoretical critical precepts, whereas I am interested solely
in demonstrating the ideological significance of the passions in the plays themselves.
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body of scholastic discussion existed throughout the ancient, medieval,
and Renaissance eras, interest in and application of the passions
became widespread and took on new significance in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries.
Two traditions informed the rich classical legacy of the passions
during the late Renaissance, the Stoic and the Augustinian. The
authors of the classical world, exemplified in the Stoic tradition which
begins with Aristotle in ketone (Book III), held the idea that the
passions always tended to misleading or damaging excess; thus the goal
was to suppress or eliminate them entirely through the application of
reason. The later Augustinians, however, developed a more
sophisticated analysis, maintaining that while some passions were very
bad indeed, that others were good, such as the desire to love another
person or God, so one had to learn which was which and to control
them through an act of will. The choices one made, therefore, were
moral to the extent of possibly even bearing on one's spiritual
salvation. While the complexities of the Augustinian model
significantly enriched the understanding of human behavior,
unresolved debates ensued over exactly how the passions functioned,
how many existed, which were useful or not, and how they should be
controlled In the mid-seventeenth century these debates took new
and important turns.
While Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Benedict Spinoza, David
Hume, and other philosophers made important contributions to the
philosophical discussion of the passions, evidence suggests that Rene
Descartes laid the groundwork for their eventual application in English
serious drama. In hes Passions de I'Ame (November 1649), the last work
published by him in his lifetime, Descartes rejects both the Stoic and
the Augustinian notions of the passions, which he terms "defective,"
being "so slight, and for the most part so far from credible" (2:331)
that they are useless. Drawing on ideas he had earlier developed in
I'Homme (written by 1633, published 1662, 1664), he presents a
mechanistic take on the subject which was to have far-reaching
consequences. Descartes posited that all of the passions originated in
human physiology and thus must be understood as neither eradicable
(as contended by the Stoics) nor as inherently sinful (as maintained by
the Augustinians). Understood in this way, the passions "are all good
in their nature and that we have nothing to avoid but their evil uses"
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(2: 425). He privileges reason, as expressed through judgment, as the
key mechanism by which the passions are controlled, though the
struggle may be difficult. Further, the soul, residingin the pineal gland,
ultimately experiences the passions passively.^ We need also note here
that the Descartes theory effectively separated the passions from the
will, an important distinction with consequences to which we shaU
return.
Descartes's elaborate taxonomy of the passions and of their causes
and effects greatly influenced French and other continental visual and
literary artists, who became fascinated with depicting a person
struggling to control the passions. One of the most important and
influential applications of Descartes's concepts was that by Charles Le
Brun in Conference deM. LeBrun surI'expressiongenerale etparticuliere (1698),
and later popularly disseminated as Expression des Passions (1727).'' The
Expressions presented a discussion of the various passions and a series
of striking plates essentially attempting to articulate a finite semiotic
system for Ae depiction of the passions as physically repeatable types,
and the book was wildly popular, being reprinted throughout Europe
for a century. Le Brun's study, remarks Brewster Rogerson in an im
portant survey of the importance of the passions to the sister arts, was
a "paragon of analysis in which Descartes' psychology was virtually put
on the tip of the young painters brushes" (75), but his "paragon" also
influenced and was adapted by composers, rhetoricians, and, to the
present purpose, dramatists and teachers of acting techniques, first in
France and eventually in England. While unquestionably not aU artists
necessarily understood or accepted Descartes's ideas, interest in the
concept of the passions, as evidenced by the interest in the works by
Le Brun and other commentators, became virmally hegemonic during

' Descartes's theories regarding the passions also connect to his work on memory, cognition,
and imagination, and served as the basis for much discussion during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. For an excellent overview of his theory of the passions and the
subsequent developments in the scientific arena,see John Sutton, Piilosophj andMemo^ Traces:
Descartes to Connectionism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), especially Part 11.
'' The influence of Descartes on Le Brun and other painters is neatly summarized by
Christopher vMlen, "Painting the Passions; The -Passions de I'Ame as a basis for pictorial
expression," in Gaukroger, chapter 4. A comprehensive study has been done by Jennifer
Montagu, The Expression of the Passions: the Oriffn and Influence of Charles le Brun's "Conference sur
^expressiongenerale etparticuliere" (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994).
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the period 1690 to 1790 in the European arts community in general
and by dramatists in particular, especially those who created tragedy.^
An important distinction must be drawn, however, between the
passions in general and the idea of the master passion. Painters such
as Le Brun wished to convey the entire range of passions in their work,
and drew upon Descartes as way to formalize their understanding. The
master passion concept as it applies to serious drama, however, is a
specific refmement and application, concerning not a range of passions
but the explicit expression of one dominant passion and the
representation of its effects.
The meaning of "passions" unfortunately is complicated by the
existence of three different senses of the term. The first, as understood
and applied by virtually all modern critics and scholars, applies to the
audience. The meaning emphasized by Aristotie in Poetics, namely the
"affection of mind" (OED, definition III), is frequently equated with
the well known terms pity and fear. To be sure dramatists and critics
of the period in question here did understand "passion" in this sense,
too, which commonly meant to affect the heart, or rather, the mind of
the audience, with the intention of arousing in them an emotional
response, which was widely understood as being pleasurable.'^ This
meaning, which appears widely in prefaces, dedications, and essays of
the period, is precisely the sense which Eric Rothstein has identified
and helpfully explored in his discussions of the affective and fabulist
modes of tragedy in late seventeenth-century England,^ but this
audience-based dimension too often has been taken to be the only
meaning of "passion." Two additional meanings exist, however, which
are central to my argument.
Both of these additional senses of "the passions" concern, not the
audience, but the characters in the tragedy. Buried within the same OED
definition stated earlier, i.e., the "affection of the mind," and even
illustrated by some of the supporting examples, is a sense of meaning

' While the present essay focuses on EngUsh ttagedy, similar arguments can be made for
French, Italian, and German drama of the period.
' On this point, let me remark in passing that we have here a rich topic for a study of the
history of emotions, i.e., that emotions are historically specific and OT/universal. Such a study
would go far toward debunking an unproblematical notion of "human nature."
' See Rothstein, Restoration Tragedj: Form and the Process of Change (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, I'iCT],passim.
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which is nowhere defined in the OED but which certainly needs to be
so distinguished. This sense can be understood as meaning "a
dominant, disruptive psychological trait or motivational force," as
implied by the OED citation from "Norris" (1710): "By the Passions
I think we are to understand certain Motions of the Mind depending
upon and accompanied with an Agitation of the Spirits." The
inventory of the "agitating spirits" as given in the citation from
Abraham Cowley (1647) includes Hate, Hope, Anger, and Envy, in
addition to Fear (but, significantly. Pity is not included), and many of
these terms are the very ones illustrated by Le Brun. Such characters
in tragedies are frequently described by other characters or even by the
dramatist (in a preface, prologue, or epilogue) as experiencing one
passion or another, or they express the matter themselves, often in a
soliloquy. Such instances of passions are generally connected to my
argument, but do not bear, however, on the "catastrophe" of anygiven
play.
The third sense, founded on "Motions of the Mind" accompanied
with an "Agitation of the Spirits" (which happens to be a virmal
paraphrase of Descartes's central sense of the passions) in seventeenthand eighteenth-century serious drama, often came to mean, not the
effect on the audience, but the "Agitation of the Spirits" apparent in a
central character who directly causes the "catastrophe." A helpful
parallel from one of the sister arts makes the point vividly clear. In a
1797 entry on painting in the Engclopedia Britannka (also cited by the
OED), the essayist considers the passions as "the external expressions
of the different dispositions and affections of the mind, but particularly
their different effects upon the several features of the face."® The very
point I wish to stress is that the same assumptions of "external
expressions," i.e., of performance, were presumed and applied in
drama as in painting, namely that primary characters in tragedies came
to be understood in the Stuart and Georgian eras as representing tpes
of affections (i.e., passions) of mind.
As we shall see from comments by dramatists and critics, the
expression of this driving force in key characters in serious drama
(though not necessarily in other literary genres, including poetry), took

® The importance of the passions in painting have abeady been amply documented by such
scholars as John Montgomery Wilson and Brewster Rogerson.

10

16J0-18J0

the form of a single, pronounced characteristic, that which Pope defines as
the master passion. This sense of meaning, therefore, forms the
foundation of the concept of characterization in serious drama which
I intend to explore in the rest of this essay.
An understanding and application of the master passion concept
provide much more than a simple background or context, instead
offering a solution to the thorny and often baffling issues implicit in
understanding characterization and theme in English serious drama of
the Restoration and eighteenth century. Past scholars have attempted
to classify the plays on the basis of generic content principles (for
example, the "fable"), such as "political," "heroic," "roman,"
"Christian," and "terminal" tragedy,' or on various mixed criteria as
suggested by Robert D. Hume,^° and these attempts at categorization
do offer useful insights for some plays. The essence of the problem is,
of course, that eighteenth-century serious drama as interpreted from a
purely theme-based approach is strikingly heterogeneous and defies any
but the most limited similarities (hence the proliferation of proposed
genetic categories). The challenge of generic delineation becomes
much easier to manage, however, by focusing not on thematic content
hut onfoundations of character typology. The hegemonic assumption of the
master passion for Restoration and eighteenth-century playwrights and
audiences served as the shared' simple—but not simplistic—common
ground in many serious plays. We will also see that in the final

' See Susan Owen. 'Restoration theatre and Crisis
Oxford University Press, 1996) on
political tragedy; Bonnie Nelson {Serious Drama and the London Stage: 1729—1739 [Salzburg:
Universitat Salzburg, 1981]) and Calhoun Winton ("The Roman Play in the eighteenth
Century," Studiesin the Literary imagination 10 [1977]: 77-90) on roman tragedy; Derek Hughes,
Dyden's Heroic 'Plays [London: MacmiUan, 1981]) on heroic tragedy; J. Douglas Canfield
(Nicholas Rswe and Christian Trage^ [Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1977]), Hume
(especially Development 475), and Aubrey Williams {An Approach to Congreve [New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1979]) on Christian tragedy; and R. J. Kaufmann, "On the Poetics of
Terminal Tragedy: Dryden's AllforLoveg in DrydenrA Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Bernard
N. Schilling (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1963), 86-94, on terminal tragedy.
See Hume, Development, chapter 5, which offers a thorough consideration of the problems
involved in attempting to make generic sense of the untidiness of serious drama of the late
seventeenth century. As I hope to show, however, in suggesting eight types Hume may have
over-analyzed the subject. For example, an application of the "master passion" principle can
align several plays from his "horror tragedy," "musical spectacular," and "virtue distressed"
types into one category.
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assessment, we will come fuU circle: that manifest character "form"
expresses itself as latent ideological content.

A Historical Survey of Critical Remarks on the
"Master Passion" in English Serious Drama ¥
While agreeing with John Milton's remarks in the preface to Samson
Agonistes that tragedy is "the gravest, moralest, and most profitable" of
all literary forms (Milton 517), John Dryden asserts in the Preface to
Epening's Eove that its function is "by example, to instruct" {Selected
Criticism 105), and the instruction achieves the intended exemplary
force only through the presentation of vivid characters." As Dryden
goes on to state, in stark contrast to Aristotle's well-known emphasis
on plot as the most important feature of a tragedy, "the story is the
least part" of a play, serving only as the "foundation" upon which "the
characters are raised" (107).^^ Dryden's emphasis on character Hes
precisely at the heart of the new direction taken by English serious
drama in the late seventeenth century, for while Rothstein presents in
his model a distinction between different kinds of "fabulist" and
"affective" effects ultimately predicated on the significance of/)/<?/r(i.e.,
fables), I wish here to place special stress on Dryden's emphasis on
character.
All dramatists of the era recognized that both fable and character
were important, but the emphasis as applied to the one or the other
makes aU the difference. Hence we may say that at least two "schools"
of tragedy existed after 1670, the "academic" school (following
Milton), which emphasized plot and sought "to purge" the passions;
and the character-based or "passions" school (following Dryden)
which emphasized the presentation of an "agitated character struggling
to control his passion" as the central mechanism to arouse the
emotions (i.e., the passions) of the audience. By 1754 Dryden's view
concerning the emphasis on characterization was commonplace, as

" John Milton, "Of That Sort of Dramatic Poem which is Called Tragedy," in The Complete
Works of John Milton, ed. Douglas Bush (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1965), 521—2').
John Dryden, Selected Criticism, eds. James Kinsley and George Parfitt (Oxford: Clarendon,
1970).
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demonstrated in comments by Arthur Murphy in Gray's Inn Journal 48
(24 August 1754);
Aristode was certainly mistaken when he called the Fable the
Life and Soul of Tragedy; the Art of constructing the
dramatic story should always be subservient to the
Exhibition of Character, and therefore the Poet will always
succeed hest, who finds the most artful Manner of striking
his Auditors with Sentiment and Passion at the same time.
The route by which characterization became so important also
reveals much about the assumptions regarding the passions. The em
phasis on character in tragedy, as opposed to fahle or plot, became
known in Dryden's day and after simply as "the passions" but I wish
to emphasize here the sense of the portrayal of one "master" passion.
In his most important document on the theoretical hasis of tragedy, the
Preface to Trollus and Cressida, Dryden presents a view which is highly
representative of the idea of the passions in the late seventeenth
century, though the concept certainly was stated in variant forms hy
other dramatists:
A character, or that which distinguishes one man from all
others, cannot be supposed to consist of one particular
virtue, or vice, or passion only; but 'tis a composition of
qualities which are not contrary to one another in the same
person yet it is still to be observed that one virtue^ vice, and
passion ought to be shown in every man as predominant overallthe rest.
{Selected Criticism 168; my emphasis)
He identifies virtue, vice, and passion as three separate entities in the
composition of character, but while Dryden makes this precise
distinction, other dramatists, as we shall see, tended to conflate the
three into the single notion of the predominant, or master, passion.
Dryden's insistence that one of the three elements should he
"predominant," however, lies at the heart of the developments in tragic
theory which soon followed.
The confirmation, and often the clearest expression, of the
commonplace ideas of any period is often to be found not in the works
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of a Milton or a Dryden, but in those of the lesser authors. For
example, Charles Ghdon, a critic and the author of several tragedies
near the turn of the eighteenth century, incessantly explored the
importance of the passions. In the extensive critical essay which
prefaces his Ijjve'sVictim (1701), GUdon mechanically repeats Aristotle,
cum Dryden, that "the chief end of Tragedy.. .is the moving of Terror
and Compassion," and he is very clear about how one accomplishes
that end: the author, Gildon insists, must "look into the Man and
study the motions of the Soul, and the Nature of the Passions" (Sig.
A2v) in creating characters. Having come to this understanding of his
characters, he then states what may be understood as a paradigmatic
statement concerning the passions as the key assumption of characterbased tragedy. The author should seek
to touch the Heart with the natural sentiments of the
Passions, which are the Chief, if not the only business of a
Tragic Writer, Love, Hatred, Hope, Anger, Joy, Desire,
Revenge, Jealousy, &c, are what he ought to Smdy, he being
to instruct and delight ly the Passions only. (Sig, a3; my
emphasis)
Thus the passions, which had been for Dryden but one of three
important vectors of character, become for Gildon "the Chief, if not
the only business of a Tragick Writer," reaching their fuU expression
and fulfilling their purpose through external representation in
characterkation. While Gildon's view is not universal in the eighteenth
cenmry, it is commonplace.
In the preface to The Patriot (1703) GHdon specificaUy deUneates
the essential importance of a master passion. He feels compelled in the
front matter to explain why he chose to rework Nat Lee's LuciusJunius
Brutus (1680), and in so doing offers additional insights about his
concept of tragedy:
The Stage goes beyond the common Course of Political
Justice, for it punishes those Crimes the law does not reach,
that is, those Actions we should not commit but by the
Prevalence of our Passions, which therefore in some
Measure may be termed involuntary [and thus seen as a]
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prevailing Passion, which is the Occasion of all his Misery and
Punishment. (A4v; my emphasis).

In other words, the representation of the "prevailing Passion" for
Gndon is the essence of tragic characterization which we are here
terming the master passion. This idea we recognize as a modified
restatement of Dryden's view, but it is GUdon's and not Dryden's
notion of "prevailing Passion" that best represents this trend of tragic
drama. Hume calls Gildon's Ijove's Victim an example of "the school of
gasps and sighs" {Development 451), but while GUdon may not have
been artistically skilled, for his plays did not please, they nevertheless
embodied the formal features of representation of the passions in ways
which Gildon believed would be accepted by audiences. "Gasps and
sighs" must be understood as the effect of tragedy, whereas the
inculcation by the dramatist of a "prevailing Passion" in a key character
is, as it were, the cause of the "gasps and sighs."
To be sure, examples of other contemporary views can be cited
which contradict or in some important way depart from the line
Gildon exemplifies, for no single concept ever explains the
assumptions of all authors of a period or of aU examples of a particular
genre. But the vast majority of authors of serious drama conform to
or closely harmonize with the concept of the "master passion."" For
example, Charles Johnson, a contemporary of Pope and Addison and
a prolific playwright and the creator of several stage successes which
are now read only by specialists, actively explored the means and ends
of the passions in tragedy. In the dedication of The Force of Friendship
(1710) Johnson makes clear that tragedy should force the audience to
"behold the Conduct of our Passions on the Stage" (A2r). To
Johnson's view can be added that of one of the more visible of the
practicing serious dramatists, John Dennis. Dennis remarks variously
that tragedy deals with "the pernicious outragious Passions" (Dennis
2: 218-19) and that tragedy is "occasion'd by the Force of an
outrageous Passion" (2: 66), fully confirming and clarifying Gildon's

" Kenion reaches the same conclusion: "Taken aU together, they [i.e., observations on the
passions by characters in Enghsh serious drama] demonstrate beyond much question, I think,
that the dramatists were in general accord with the view of the critics that the proper
substance of tragedy is, in the phrase of Dacier, 'the Disorders of the Passions, and the
inevitable Mischiefs which arise from thence'" (335).
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and Johnson's position.
He also distinguishes between the
"predominant" (1:203) and the "subordinate" (1:204) passions, which
goes far toward explaining the relative degrees and types of
presentations of the passions as practised by various dramatists." And
in yet another place, Dennis distinguished between tragic and nontragic passions: "No Passion can be justly esteem'd a Tragical Passion,
but what is the Cause of the Effect of a real Tragical Distress; that is,
of something which is in itself terrible or deplorable" (2: 60). This
remark further clarifies the distinction between predominate and
subordinate passions and their relative importance in a serious drama.
Numerous other playwrights express similar statements. Aaron
Hill, another minor but respectable dramatist of the period 1710-40,
agrees with Dennis on the dangers of the passions, when he states in
the Preface of his Fatal Vision (1716), that plays should teach an
audience "how necessary 'tis, to hold a steddy Rein upon our
Passions," which appear in this tragedy in the form of "Rage, and
Rashness of Determination" (A2v), assumptions which he later
reemphasized in his The Art of Acting. Deriving Risksfrom a new Principle
for touching the Passions in a natural manner (1746). Likewise Joseph
Mitchell, in the Preface of his and Aaron HiU's Fatal Fxtravagance
(1721) has much to say about the passions and character. Tragedy
teaches, Mitchell states, by depicting a man "made miserable by the
effect of Passions" which "the Writer would teach his Audience to
resist, or keep Guard against" (alv).
These types of views concerning the definitions and centrality of
the passions can be found in continuing forms for the next half
cenmry and beyond. In 1741 William Oldys remarks in his Fiistory of
the English Stage that "the stage ought to be the Seat of the Passions in
its various kinds" (54); and an anonymous article in The Museum of 29
August 1747 emphasizes in its very title the continuing importance of

" Professor Geoffrey Sill has suggested to me that "the best dramas of the period might have
been those in which a single passion does not predominate." The point is well taken and
rightly reminds us that while the general idea of the passions was hegemonic in the creation
of serious drama, the focus on the master passion was not all inclusive by any means. Some
dramatists very clearly did create plays in which the intention was to display the effects of a
mixture of passions rather than a sharply articulated master passion. For example, Stephen
Jones in Biographia Dramatica (New York: AMS Press, 1966) remarks concerning Bertie
Greatheed's The Regent (1788) that the tragedy exhibits "a succession and variety of passions"
(2:197).
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the characterization of the passions: "An Enquiry into the Nature of
the Passions, and the Manner in which they are represented by the
Tragick Poets" (iii: 437-42). Samuel Foote published M Treatise on the
Passions, sofar as th^ regard the Stage (1747) and likewise SamuelJohnson,
with a fitting sense of inteUecmal precocity, preserves Dryden's
distinction between vice and passion, but nevertheless is in general
agreement with the "passions school," as exemplified in his Irene
(1749), where we find the characters "By vice or passion driv'n" (5.26).
In a similar veinJames Thomson, perhaps the most important creator
of tragedies of his time, focused exclusively on "revolutions of formne,
by which the passions may be excited" in his principal tragic
characters:'^ in the banned play Edward and Eleonora (1739), Edward
recognizes his errors when "my Passions give me leave to think" (sig.
I4v); Sigismunda, in Tancred and Sigismmda (1745) is a perfect example
of a character commanded "by mde Force of the Passions" (sig. M2r);
and in the conclusion of Coriolanus (1749) we learn that the title
character is meant as an example to the audience of what befalls a man
who is "by stormy Passions tost" (sig. E7v). In each case, passion has
overwhelmed reason, which is always the basis of the central conflict
and catastrophe.
Oliver Goldsmith, in yet another instance of the master passion
trope, strongly echoes the prevailing sentiments of his predecessors
and contemporaries in Letter XXI of his Citizen of the World (1772):
"There should be one great passion aimed at by the actor as well as the
poet; aU the rest should be subordinate, and only contribute to make
that the greater" (Goldsnoith 4: 121; my emphasis).
His
contemporaries agreed. Indeed, in a pastiche entitled The School of
Shakespeare; or, Humours and Passions (unpublished), presented at the
Haymarket Theatre on 7 August 1781, scenes from five of
Shakespeare's plays are presented precisely to exemplify five specific
passion and are even advertised as such: vanity in 1 Hemy IV; parental
tenderness in 2 Henry IV; cmelty in The Merchant of Venice", filial piety in
Hamlet", and ambition in Heny VIII. This attimde concerning master
passions continues until the end of the cenmry as exemplified in
Joanna BaiUie's A Series of Plays: in which it is attempted to delineate the

The passage, which neatly characterizes virtually all of Thomson's tragedies, appears in the
Preface of Thomson's first serious play, The Tragei^ of Sophonisba (1730), A3r.
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stronger passions of the mind. In writing tragedy, she argues, the "chief
object should be to delineate the progress of the higher passions in the
human breast, each play exhibiting a particular passion."^^ In a
significant turn she faults other dramatists for showing the passions "in
a loose, unconnected manner" in which characters are presented "in
the very height of their fury" (38). Of greater power and interest, she
insists, is a play which traces "their rise and progress" (38). Thus
BaiUie is an important transitional author in the history of serious
drama, turning the emphasis of character development toward the
representation of those complex motivations "that any person
harbours in his breast, concealed from the world's eye" (11).
This survey makes clear the continuing importance of the
construct of the master passion as central to character creation. Of
course not even those dramatists who apply the concept overtly
remark upon the master passion idea. Nicholas Rowe, Elijah Fenton,
and Edward Young, among others, simply do not address the concept
in any direct fashion, yet various serious plays by aU of them, especially
the latter three, simply embody,the master passion concept without
overtly naming it. Rowe's Lothario in The Tair Penitent (1703) is driven
by revenge; and the lustful Herod of Fenton's Mariamne (1723) and
Young's jealousy-ridden Alonzo in The Revenge (1721) exemplify
commonplace notion of the master passion. Young comes very close
to demonstrating his direct affinity with the idea in his prologue, where
the audience is invited to "Behold him [i.e., Alonzo] There with
gloomy Passions stain'd" (A3), and Lillo's sense of these passions will
be considered in the concluding remarks. Therefore, while the master
passion trope must be understood as by no means the only element of
formal anal)mcal significance, stUl, I have attempted to demonstrate
that the master passion is an important, even a dominant aspect of
tragic theory and composition. On a related point, I must simply
restate that the understanding and application of the master passion
varied, of course, from author to author. Further, the concept did not
evolve in any Darwinian sense, but it most certainly did proliferate in
interesting ways.
We must also note that the importance of a master or ruling
passion in a tragic central character is far from being only an English

'^Joanna BaiUie,^ Series ofPlays'Landon-. Thoemmes Press, 1996), 41.
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ass;imption. Jeanette Massy-Westtopp has shown that the typology of
character on the basis of the passions was central to French tragedy in
the eighteenth century. She identifies and clarifies the concept of the
mouers, or character type, in French drama, which is defined in the
EngclopMie (1769) as a propensity in a character toward good or evil in
which "uniformity must reign."" Massy-Westropp quotes a French
diarist from 1769 who writes, "Before attending the performance of a
Tragedy, it is easy to know what the Characters in it wiU be" (111), and
this belief apparently was widespread. Indeed, the one-dimensional
aspect of characters, Massy-Westropp concludes, was "thoroughly
understood and accepted byeighteenth-century audiences" (113), "and
instant recognition of the character types enabled the members of the
audience to devote more attention to the universal truths acted out
upon the stage" (114). This same element of predictability in character
t3q)ology, known as the affekt, was also assumed in opera seria
throughout Europe.'®
Thus the typology of character based on a master passion clearly
served as the foundation for many critics and authors of serious drama
in the eighteenth century, being a convention assumed and expected
by both playwrights and audiences. We may now briefly consider the
range of possible master passions. Important evidence appears in John
Hill's The Actor (1755), where he summarizes the possible range of
passions: "All that is represented in tragedy is to be great, the passions
capable of producing these great things are only three, love, revenge,
and ambition" (62)." Hill's very short list of the key passions is most
revealing, for in many ways, as the following survey will suggest, it
identifies three of the four basic types of tragedies prevalent through
the century, to which we will add "patriotism."

" Jeanette Massy-Westropp, "Idealization of Characters and Specialization of Acting in
Eighteenth-Century Tragedy: The Villain," Theatn 'Research International') (1984): 111-27.
" Mozart, among many creators of operas, simply assumed the centrality of an unvarying
master passion, the i^ekt, as the element which defined the lead characters in the courtly opera
seria genre. This assumption is exemplified by the operas of Metastasio and epitomized in
Mozart's La clemen^a di Tito. For an excellent overview of Mozart's understanding of and his
later reaction against these assumptions, see Robert W. Gutman,
CulturalBiog'cphj
(New York: Harcourt Brace, 1999), chapter X.
" See BaiUie's list of "those greatest masters of the soul": "ambition, hatred, love" (39).
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^ THE MASTER PASSION IN REPRESENTATIVE PLAYS ^
Authors of serious drama employed the master passion trope during
the late-seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in essentially four basic
variations: plays in which the admirable protagonist brings on or
narrowly avoids disaster resulting from a master passion; and plays in
which a villain driven by a master passion brings on the catastrophe or
is somehow prevented from doing so. We must also bear in mind that
many of these plays feature, as Dennis reminds us, both master and
subordinate passions, mixing the types in various combinations.
In the first category, which depicts admirable protagonists, we
find numerous "love to excess" plays, usually, though not always,
ending unhappily. Dennis thought Thomas Otway's The Orphan (1680)
to be the best example of the tragic implications of the passion of love
(Dennis 1: 66-67), but Dryden's Allforljove (1677), despite Dennis's
protestations to the contrary, is perhaps a more familiar example of this
type. Dryden, in the well-known preface to the play, devotes only
minimal attention to the master passion idea, remarking simply that
Antony and Cleopatra's "crimes of love" resulted not from "any
necessity, or fatal ignorance" but from their excessive indulgence, since
"our passions are, or ought to be, within our power." Other examples
are legion. Rowe's Calista in The FalrPenltenf (1703) destroys herself,
driven by the passion of love, as does Harriet in Hill's Kln^ Hen^ the
Fifth (1723), an important but underappreciated reworking of
Shakespeare's play. Likewise LiUo's apprentice, BarnweU, is driven to
horrid crimes by his unbridled passion for Millwood in The Tondon
Merchant (1731), which he expresses in a moment of recognition:
"impetuous Passion bears down all before it" (3.5.21).
The opposite of the admirable character driven by excessive love
is the villain consumed with lust. Among them we find Gibber's Xerxes
(1697) where the play's action is largely dominated by Xerxes's lust for
Tamira, the wife of his general, Artabanus. One also finds a revealing
typological tradition in the long line of Herod and Mariamne
treatments, Herod being UteraUy the locus classicus of the master passion
of "lust."^° Samuel Pordage's FlerodandMariamne (c. September 1673?)

See Wairen Everett Tomlinson, Des Herodes-Charakter im englischen Drama (Leipzig: Mayer
and Miiller, 1934),
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presents a typical portrait of Herod, and Elijah Fenton returns to the
lustful Herod in the highly successjfhlM«nfl;?!?w (1723). In other plays,
such as Charles Marsh's Amasis King of Egjipt (1738), Amasis
consummates his lust for Mirina, only to learn that she is secretly
married to his son, while John Home's Douglas (1757) features the
lustful and scheming Glenalvon, who steps forward in soliloquy early
on to remark that he is "By love, or something like it, stung, inflamed,/
Madly I blabbed my passion to his wife" (i.e.. Lady Randolph;
1.319—20). By late in the play he is tormented by a combination of
several passions, summoning "hate, ambition, and revenge" to "Rise
up and fill my bosom with your fires" (2.264-65), but still he is
obsessed with his "single aim" (2.267). The so-caUed "pathetic" play,
usually involving the distressed simation of a female being pursued or
tormented by a villain, falls into this general category.
The master passion of ambition is one of the most important
types, attracting the interest of many dramatists, of which
Shakespeare's Macbeth is simply one of a long line of such plays. Most
insightful on this type is Dennis, once again, who sees ambition as the
greatest tragic passion, for "where it once prevails, enslaves the Reason,
and subdues all other Passions" (1; 203—4). Others may have disagreed
as to whether Ambition was the most important passion, but examples
abound of plays concerned with that master passion. Southampton, in
John Banks's The Unhappy Favourite (1682) remarks of Burleigh, the
play's villain, "I see ambition in the fair pretence,/ Burleigh in all its
cutming, dark disguises" (1.160—61), and Burleigh's machinations lead
Queen Elizabeth into extreme jealousy to the point of ordering the
execution of her beloved Essex. Gibber's The Tragical Histo^ of King
BachardIII (1700) presents a Richard entirely deflned by the passion of
ambition. The intensity of Gibber's Richard is maintained throughout
the play, as the audience is constantly informed of his motivations,
with at least a half-dozen direct references to Richard's ambition in the
fi[rst three acts, whereas Shakespeare never uses the word. For ex
ample, when Richard decides to court Lady Anne, he remarks, "And
am I then a man to be beloved?/ O monstrous thought! more vain my
ambition" (2.45-46), a propensity aptly summed up in his most concise
revelation: "Even all mankind to some loved ills incline:! Great men choose
greater sins, ambition's mind' (2.178-79). The same is true at the end of
the eighteenth century in Richard Brinsley Sheridan's Fis^arro (1799),
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whose title character is motivated by "foul ambition" (419), and he and
his Spanish army are characterized as "slaves of passion" (407).
Also of great importance is the master passion of revenge.
Renaissance era dramatists were very interested in this passion from
Thomas Kyd's Hieronimo in The Spanish Tragedy (c. 1587) forward, and
the fascination certainly continues into the Restoration and eighteenth
cenmry, though proportionally constituting a smaller segment of new
plays as the years go by, especially after the turn of the century. Aphra
Bthn'sAbdela^er; or the Moor's Revenge (pttiotmtd\616f^ is an excellent
example, which itself inspired Edward Young's Zangain his adaptation
of Behn's play. The Revenge (1721). Congreve's Osmyn in The Mourning
Bride (1697) is obsessed with a "just Revenge" (1.434), while Rowe's
Bajazet in Tamerlane (1701) seeks to kill Selima to fulfill "my great
revenge" (67). Gibber's Pacuvius, in Perolla and Izadora (1705), is
consumed with the passion, which he terms "my treasure of revenge"
(1.434), which could be equally applied to Sohemus in Mariamne (1723)
and Hypsenor in John Tracy's Periander (1731). Even women can be
ominated by the master passion of reckless revenge, as exemplified by
H^riet in EfiU's King Heniy the Fifth (1723) and Matilda in LiUo's
Elmenck (1740), and neither succeeds in her attempt, though Euphra
sia, in Arthur Murphy's The Grecian Daughter (1772), slays the villainous
and ambition-driven Dionysus in an interesting depiction of "just"
revenge.
One is hard-pressed to find serious plays which end unhappily in
any but these three main types, but one additional category is worth
mentioning, that of the admirable" passion. In this category we find
the protagonist motivated by the driving passion to serve his country
or some higher ideal. This type is the sort found in the "patriot" plays,
of which Addison's Cato (1713) is perhaps the best example,^^ while
other plays feature "patriots" who thwart scheming conspirators or
overthrow tyrants, as feamred in Rowe's Tamerlane, LiUo's Elmerick,
Arthur Murphy's The Orphan of China (1759), and Robert Jephson's
Braganzp (1775). Indeed, Murphy's epUogue for the latter specificaUy

This play is an adaptation of Lust's Dominion (1600), itself an early master passion play.
Other writers employed alternative terms for the "patriot" passion. For example,Jones (2:
10) in Biographia Dramatica calls this type of play an "imperiii tragedy" in his comments on
Thomas Gray's Agrippina (unproduced, pub. 1775).

22

16J0-18J0

identifies the play's focus on "patriot passions" (A4r), and Jephson's
noble duke's patriotic motivation is "No wild ambition" that "O'erleaps the boundaries of law and reason" but rather "The gentlest of
passions" (8). Without question, of course, one might be able to find
serious plays which are less clearly concerned with explicit
representation of characters driven by passions, or of passions other
than the three types suggested byJohn Hill or in some sort of "mixed"
condition, but the case remains that an overwhelming number of
serious plays can be accounted for and understood as studies in the
passions, in general, and the representation of the three master
passions of love, ambition, and revenge, in particular.
^ THE IDEOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE
"MASTER PASSION" TROPE *
This brief survey of critical remarks and examples of plays and charac
ters goes far to suggest that dramatists, performers, and audiences
routinely created, performed, attended, and read tragedies which
featured characters driven by a master passion, but what can we make
of their near hegemonic interest in these one-dimensional portraits?
We must dismiss any consideration of exploring intentional
representations of complex and subconscious psychological states of
characters, as these parameters are not represented in English serious
drama until the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries in plays such as
Leopold Lewis's The Be/Is (1871). Psychological theory as we
understand the concept simply did not exist in the eighteenth century,
so the explanation for the meaning of and interest in the master
passion typology must lie elsewhere. While a complete scholarly
understanding of the meaning and function of the passions is probably
no longer recoverable, perhaps one important dimension may be
briefly explored, that of the rapidly emerging emphasis on reason,
which is a key feature of the ideology of modernity and which
expressed itself broadly as the Enlightenment. Even more to the
point, I wish to suggest that the battle of the master passion with
reason is an artistic expression of the concept of individualism, one of
the crucial components of the proto-capitalist mode of production as
embodied in emerging mercantile ideology.
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The theoretical paradigm for assessing the latent ideological basis
of the master passion trope can be derived from Adorno's extensive
analysis of "freedom" in Negative Dialectics?^ Adorno's contention is
that freedom is a cmcial and historically specific concept: "Whole
epochs, whole societies lacked not only the concept of freedom, but
the thing....Before the formation of the individual in the modern
sense.. .it is an anachronism to talk of freedom, whether as a reality or
as a challenge" (Adorno 218). In the modern era, Adorno posits, came
the discovery" that "the subject is to be free," however.. .it
posits.. .its own identity, [on] the basis of legality," the latter assuming
the form of "the internalized principle of society" (Adorno 241). This
new sense of freedom, most famously described by Kant in the
Critiques and which makes clear its sense of novelty, is further
implicated with and complicated by a new understanding of "will," in
which the emotions are stripped away, leaving will as a purely rational
entity. This radical reconceptualization, which amounts to the
opposite of the classical sense of will, drives emotion (passions) into
the unconscious,generating the basis for repression and other varieties
of modern neuroses. Further, and perhaps equally as significantly,
"irrational" (i.e., unreasonable and unwilled) expression of the passions
is considered not merely bad but evil.
The ideological meaning of the historical situation, however, is the
main point to be made here. The presumed transition to a new
modern sense of identity and freedom based on reason and the
rejection of the passions is, in fact, an essential ideological strategy that
lies at the heart of capital's logic, and is an only partially successful one
at that. As Adorno argues, "evU," for the new bourgeois identity "is
the post-existence of older things, of things which have been subdued
but not wholly subdued" (242). In other words, "reason" becomes the
basis for a rational mercantile economic order as epitomized by
Thorowgood's famous statement in LiUo's The Tondon Merchant that
mercantilism "is founded in reason and the nature of things;.. .diffus
ing mutual love from pole to pole" (Act III, scene 1). This beneficent
notion practice is sharply opposed in its ostensible logic to the ruthless.

^ Adorno's notoriously difficult text is rich with implications for the study of literature,
especially part 3. Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton (New York:
Continuum, 1973).
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passion-driven foundations of the rapidly fading feudal mode of
production, and yet the passions (e.g., greed and ambition), which,
despite their urgent denial by theorists such as Kant, are rooted deeply
in the foundations of capital, too, thus requiring the negating
controlling and explanatory mediations of "madness" and "legality."
The motivation and result of this ontological development, Adorno
observes, is "that fear of anarchy which later urged the bourgeois world
to liquidate its own freedom" (232). Thus unfreedom is mystified and
hegemonicaUy adopted as freedom, such that it "exalts itself
ideologically and in one way or another keeps the subjects hustling"
(244). The key point here is that "reason" is simultaneously both a
socially legitimating and a mystifying ideological phenomenon; "The
identifying principle of the [reasonable] subject is itself the internalized
principle of society. This is why in the real subjects, in social beings,
unfreedom ranks above freedom to this day" (241).
With Adorno's analysis in mind I would like to offer that Gibber,
Gildon, Dennis, Rowe, Fenton, HiU, et al., were increasingly commit
ted at both the manifest and latent levels to a belief in the powers of
reason as a strategy for individualistic, merit-based social advancement.
Representations of the destmctive powers of a master passion trope
constitute a series of case studies of psychologically anarchical forces;
thus the playwright's purposes were to warn and instmct audiences
about the passions and to celebrate the legitimating powers of reason.
The title character in Thomas Francklin's The Earl of Warwick (1766)
states the matter clearly: "The worst of slaves is he whom passion
rules/ Uncheck'd by reason" (21). Such object lessons assume, of
course, the belief that the passions could be overcome through a timely
and sufficient application of reason and virtue, a point roundly asserted
by Descartes and accepted by subsequent writers.^'^ Of great interest
and importance, however, is the difference between how the passions
are dealt with in serious drama as contrasted to the novel. Geoffrey Sill
has argued that "the reformation of the passions was a secure part of
the agenda of the novel" (3), but most serious dramatists did not

Descartes remarks in Passions, Part First, Article XLVIII, that the "proper arras consist of
the firm and determinate judgments respecting the knowledge of good and evil" (2:354) and
in Part Second, Article CXLVIII that "virtue is a sovereign remedy against the passions" (2:
396).
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overtly express this intention.^^ They sought, instead, to create
cautionary tales which warned the audience of the deleterious effects
of unchecked passions, especially of a dominant one.
Further, the celebration of reason serves the ideological agenda of
an increasingly "polite" and mercantile economy: "reason" is a code
word for the most important trait of individualistic economic ambition
which was the hallmark of the emerging middle class: self-control. As
Catherine Ingrassia and others have shown, literary and dramatic
representations of politeness and reason depicted the self-serving
ambition of those individuals who could best navigate the perils of
social mobility. Therefore while tragedies frequently depicted royalty
and aristocracy struggling with the master passions, the intended
audience was not kings and aristocrats but merchants and apprentices,
and, presumably, everyone else.
If this latent mercantile ideological interpretation is valid, then the
obvious charges, that these playwrights are artistically inferior,
psychologically naive, and philosophically disingenuous, fall away.
These tragedies are the Restoration and eighteenth-century equivalent
of a morality play, in which the medieval focus on issues of salvation
is replaced by a mercantile emphasis on the necessity of reason over
the anarchy of the passions. The characters thus become typological
representatives of emerging, and often conflicting, social and economic
traits of the first magnimde. For example, the clouding effect of lust
on Gibber's Xerxes makes him an exemplar not just of a monarch
whose sense of reason has failed him, but of any person whose
"interest" is thwarted by obsessive passion. On the manifest level
Xerxes certainly is unfit to rule due to his inability to attend to the best
mercantile interests of his subjects, as, in another sense, is Gibber's
Richard III, due to his irrational ambition. These monarchs typify bad
leadership due to passions mnning unchecked,^*^ a mode of conduct

Lillo's The Tondon Merchant, for example, certainly does depict a character who is "cured,"
but his conversion does Barnwell precious litde good, as his epiphany takes place in the
shadow of the gaUows. Virtually aU serious plays feature a moralistic "tag" in the conclusion
which emphasizes some aspect of the play's moralistic themes (see next note), but this formal
device does not function as the delivery of a "cure," in as far as the characters in the plays are
concerned, in the same sense as does the mechanism described so well by Sill in novels such
as Smollett's The Expedition of Humphrey Clinker.
One is reminded here of the final Unes of John Fletcher's Philaster (1609): "Let princes
learn / By this to rule the passions of their blood." The inherent and irresolvable contradic-
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which may have been politically and ecdnomically irrelevant in a feudal
agricultural economy (or, tellingly, perhaps even an asset), but which
became dangerously destabilizing to the financial affairs of the early
modem mercantile state and thus grossly unacceptable. In this light,
the deposing of James II can be seen as a contemporary instance of a
king who had to be dethroned because of his irrational insistence on
feudal Catholicism, which, itself, was a marker for his utterly
anachronistic attempt to reestablish monarchal absolutism over the
legitimating rule of legal, representative reason. But the suggestion by
dramatists is that merchants and "cits" also must control their passions,
or they will dismpt the mercantile community and destroy themselves,
as is so clearly expressed in Hogarth's "Industry and Idleness" print
series and by Lillo's Barnwell in The London Merchant (1731).
Lothario in Rowe's The Fair Penitent and Pacuvius in Gibber's
Perolla andP^^dora are examples of another case altogether, representing
the disabling effects of revenge on social relationships and thus re
quiring a more subtle analysis. Families in early eighteenth-cenmry
England did not conduct blood feuds in the sense presented in these
plays, so the dramatists must be speaking on another level, addressing
atavistic social concerns that are today about as historically curious as
the phenomenon of dueling. In a polite mercantile economy there is
no room for "family feuds" or for destmctive retaliation, as the affairs
would be too costly and not conducive to increased personal and
national profit. The clan-based animosities of Rowe's and Gibber's
plays, or of their close analog, Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, simply
had little application to the London of 1705, so their latent agenda is
to be found elsewhere. Therefore, these plays, I suggest, are primarily
not about feuds between aristocratic families but rather the necessity
for promotional marriages: families had to be willing to forgo rivalries
and willingly intermarry, despite traditional class differences, to achieve
and promote mercantile family interests. In short, revenge is perhaps,
among other things, code for residual class antagonism, which is not
"reasonable" because it is anarchical and thus disturbs business and
profits, for both merchants and their social superiors.
This proposed model of an early modern master passion modality
based on economic and social factors runs the risk of being overly

tion is clear, however, for how people, princes or otherwise, to "rule" their own blood?
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reductive, but it has the advantage of offering an accessible explanation
for the numerous examples of one-dimensional characters. Performers
wish to entertain and to attract audiences in order to make a profit, but
their plays attain popularity only in as much as they conform to the
prevailing ontological paradigm. In all of the examples discussed,
while the audience may have been entertained by the skiUs of the
performers, the dialog and semiotics of representation embodied
codified values. The "master passion" was the principal adversary of
reason, while reason served the causes of specific personal and national
interests of power, however they were determined or however we
interpret them today. Reason always embodies, and is but an
application of, ideology, which is, as Adorno puts it, "the internalized
principle of society" (241).
We should note in closing that after a certain historical point, the
master passion trope no longer served the formal needs of character
creation. The master passion was replaced in its turn by the formal
requirements of the new forms of drama (e.g., melodrama, realist, and
surrealist drama) which represented new theories of identity and
consciousness. The history of the master passion thus reminds us that
form in drama (and all cxoltural production) always embodies the latent
political content of the mode of production, conveying ideological
instabilities, irresolvable social contradictions, and mystifying agendas
of their own, and our, specific historical contexts.^^

I wish to thank Professors Geoffrey Sill and Robert D. Hume for detailed and helpful
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